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Recent media attention has focused on acrylamide because the agent has been discovered in surprisingly high concentrations in many common foods, particularly cooked starches such as potato chips, French fries, and cereals. 4 Acrylamide forms as a product of the Maillard reaction, which takes place as foods are baked or fried. This reaction, occurring primarily at temperatures of 300-500 °F, is the process by which sugars and proteins break down and combine to yield the flavors, aromas, colors, and textures that make many foods appetizing.
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The amount of acrylamide formed in different foods, or even different samples of the same food, varies widely. This is thought to be due to the amount of asparagine (an amino acid particularly prone to forming acrylamide) present in the food, as well as the precise length of time the food is cooked.
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What advice can pharmacists give to their patients who inquire about the dangers of acrylamide in foods? At this time, there are unfortunately more questions than answers. Although carcinogenic in rodents, acrylamide's cancer-causing potential in humans is unknown. Indeed, many chemical entities, including saccharin and at least 1 popular antiulcer medication, are known carcinogens in rodents, but have failed to demonstrate similar effects in humans. Currently, major health organizations advise people to continue eating balanced diets that include ample servings of fruits and vegetables, with fried and high-fat foods to be consumed only in limited amounts. Foods should still be cooked as necessary to kill any dangerous bacteria, but not unnecessarily long or at higher temperatures than needed.
8, 9 Of note, food prepared by boiling does not appear to generate acrylamide, probably because temperatures are too low to support the Maillard reaction.
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Should people altogether avoid consuming cooked starches, such as French fries and potato chips? At this point, there is not enough evidence to know whether foods with high levels of acrylamide increase one's risk of cancer. Even if not, however, there are many other known health risks associated with the overconsumption of high-fat, high-sodium foods. Obesity, hypertension, and heart disease can be attributed largely to poor dietary habits, and these risks alone dictate that such foods be consumed only in moderation.
